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 The Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program is a federally funded program to help low 
income families access affordable housing. Formerly known as Section 8, the HCV program 
makes housing affordable by requiring voucher holders to spend 30% of their income on rent, 
with the voucher covering the rest. The program is an essential part of the U.S. social safety net 
by helping more than two million households afford housing (HUD 2020). 
HCVs have been an important part of the social safety net during what many researchers 
would call an affordable housing crisis in the United States. Rents are rising faster than incomes, 
leaving many families struggling to afford housing. 23 million households pay more than half of 
their income on housing (CBPP 2019). The National Low-Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC) 
estimates there is a 7 million unit shortage of affordable housing for extremely low income 
people (Aurand et. al 2021).  
 The HCV program makes housing affordable by bridging the gap between what a family 
can afford and the actual rent price. The program started in the 1970s largely as a response to the 
declared failures of public housing which had been the country’s main housing assistance since 
the 1930s. Section 8 was crafted with two goals: help families afford housing and help families 
living in high poverty areas move to low poverty areas. Research has consistently shown that the 
program is effective in achieving its first goal (Wood, Turnham, and Mills 2008). A Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) commissioned study called the Family Options 
Study researched the most effective interventions to end homelessness among families. Housing 
vouchers were by far the most effective intervention, cutting shelter use in half Gubitz et al 
2015).  
Vouchers have been less successful in achieving their second goal: helping families move 
to low poverty areas. Public housing authorities intentionally set the maximum rent a voucher 
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can cover above the fair market rent (FMR) of high poverty areas in order to give voucher 
holders the opportunity to move to low poverty, higher rent areas. However, research has shown 
voucher holders are underrepresented in low poverty areas (Newman & Schnare 1997, Rosen 
2020). Women of color are particularly likely to live in high poverty, racially segregated census 
tracts (Schwartz, McClure, & Taghavi 2016).  
Why do voucher holders continue to live in high poverty areas that may have higher 
crime rates or lower performing schools? To what extent is it a result of neighborhood choice or 
discrimination? To test the answer to these questions, researchers have shown conclusive 
evidence of widespread discrimination against voucher holders (Cunningham et. al 2018, Moore 
2016, Langowski et. al 2020). Voucher holders are less likely to get call backs from realtors and 
when they do they are shown less units than their market rate counterparts even in places where 
rejecting an application because they plan to use a housing voucher, called source of income 
protections. 
While the research is clear that voucher holders face significant discrimination compared 
to their market rate counterparts, less is known about how discrimination is compounded by race. 
The largest study commissioned by HUD on HCV discrimination found inconclusive evidence 
that Black voucher holders had a harder time using their voucher than white voucher holders. A 
Chicago based study found that Black voucher holders faced more discrimination that white 
voucher holders (Nussbaum-Barberna et. al 2019).  
This study hopes to add to the literature in two ways. First it seeks to understand how 
housing voucher discrimination is compounded by race. Do Black voucher holders have a harder 
time finding a landlord willing to rent to them than White voucher holders? What about Latinx 
voucher holders? How do they all fare compared to market rate renters? Second, this study will 
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examine how discrimination differs in high and low poverty census tracts. Do voucher holders 
have a harder time renting in low poverty census tracts? Is it easier for white voucher holders in 
predominantly white areas to find an interested landlord?  
To test the answers to these questions, I conducted an email audit study in Boston and 
Newton, Massachusetts between August 2020-February 2021. I sent 304 test emails on popular 
apartment listing websites including apartments.com, craigslist.com, and hotpads.com. The 
content of each email varied in two ways: the signaled race of the person applying and whether 
they included information about a housing voucher. Race was signaled by the name of the 
applicant, a common method for audit studies. Voucher status was conveyed in the email by 
asking questions like “do you accept housing vouchers?” Half of the emails went to census tracts 
with high amounts of poverty, defined as over 30% of the residents living below the federal 
poverty line. The other half went to census tracts with a low amount of poverty, defined at less 
than 5% of residents living below the poverty line.  
I found significant evidence of voucher-based discrimination. Emails that included 
information about a housing voucher received a positive response from realtors 18% of the time 
while emails that did not mention a voucher at all received a positive response 55% of the time. I 
did not find sufficient evidence that this discrimination is compounded by race or neighborhood 
poverty levels. The one exception to this finding is evidence of discrimination against Latina 
voucher holders in low poverty areas. Latina voucher holders applying in high poverty areas got 
positive responses 32% of the time, but when applying in low poverty areas that rate was cut in 
half to 15%.  
In the next section I trace the methodology of this study. I explain the careful ways units 
were selected and a unique coding style to understand email responses from landlords and 
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realtors. Next I analyze the results by comparing response rates from different treatment groups 
as well as the content of those responses. Specifically I analyze how often realtors mention 
policies that may screen out potential applicants such as smoking and pet policies, credit 




HCV Overview  
 
 The Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) program, formally known as Section 8 (this term is 
still frequently used), is the second largest federal affordable housing program. The largest 
program is the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC). Vouchers help make housing 
affordable by only requiring recipients to spend 30% of their income on rent. The $20.3 billion a 
year program helps over 2.4 million households secure truly affordable housing (Moore 2017). 
 Housing vouchers overwhelmingly protect marginalized and vulnerable groups. 11% of 
voucher holders are elderly and 23% are disabled. 70% of voucher households have children in 
them (CBPP 2017). 69% of people in the program are people of color with Black people making 
up 48% of the program. 17% are Hispanic and 3% are Asian or Pacific Islander (Moore 2017). 
People of color, people with disabilities, and increasingly elderly people are more likely to 
experience homelessness than white, able bodied adults so the housing voucher program is a 
crucial flood gate to stemming a growing homelessness problem.  
 Before being selected as a tenant, applicants go through a thorough screening. Applicants 
must make under a certain income, that is to be determined by their local public housing 
authority (PHA). In Boston, that limit is $57,600 for a family of three. PHAs also do a criminal 
and renters background check to look for previous convictions, evictions, and problems with 
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neighbors. Depending on the PHA, they will not award a voucher to a family with a recent 
conviction or eviction.  
 After meeting the screening criteria, families are put on a waiting list. If they are lucky 
enough, that is. As the demand for housing vouchers rises, local housing authorities are not able 
to meet the demand. Best estimates suggest roughly 75% of HCV waiting lists are closed with 
thousands of names waiting to be called (Tighe, Hatch, and Mead 2016). At the time of this 
writing (Spring 2021), the Boston Housing Authority’s waiting list is closed and is currently 
calling names from October 2008. By the time some applications are called, people have 
changed phone numbers and addresses and didn’t bother to keep up with the housing authority 
because it seemed their name would never be called.  
 For the lucky few who are issued a voucher, they face a new set of hurdles. PHA’s give a 
deadline (typically 60 days) to find a unit to use their voucher, with the possibility of an 
extension. Before selecting a unit, it must meet three requirements: the rent must not exceed the 
payment standard of maximum rent set by the PHA, the unit must be up to code, and the landlord 
must be willing to rent to the tenant. Each of these criteria present hurdles that have caused 
families to lose their voucher because they couldn’t find an eligible unit in time.  
 Public housing authorities set a limit on the maximum rent an eligible unit can be. In 
Massachusetts, the limit is different for every zip code. This policy allows families to find 
eligible apartments in every zip code. Zip codes with higher fair market rent (FMR) have higher 
payment standards. The 02121 zip code represents Roxbury and Dorchester. The maximum rent 
allowed for a two bedroom in 02121 is $2,100. The 02458 zip code represents part of Newton 
where the maximum eligible rent is $2,9000 for a two bedroom. Differentiating maximum rents 
based on zip codes enhances opportunities to live in low poverty, high rent areas.  
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HCV History  
The Housing Choice Voucher program came as a solution to the announced failure of 
public housing. Public housing, meaning housing owned and managed by the government, was 
the predominant housing assistance program in the U.S. from 1930 until the 1970s, after which it 
sharply fell out of popularity (Vale and Freemark 2012). The vast literature base on public 
housing has attempted to figure out how public housing became associated with concentrated 
poverty, segregation, and crime. Contemporary explanations focus on budget cuts, a decline in 
the working class population of public housing, and racial segregation acted together to 
contribute to public housing’s failure (Goetz 2011, Hanlon 2014).   
In 1974, the Section 8 program as we know it was introduced as a replacement for public 
housing. The policy change rode on a wave of austerity and government cut backs as the Nixon 
and Reagan administrations attempted to shrink the size of government. Section 8 was created to 
foster public-private partnerships where the private market would be responsible for building and 
managing housing, while the government would help renters pay for it. Through programs such 
as RAD and HOPE VI (admittedly inspiring names for the 90s), the government destroyed or 
privatized public housing units to mixed income developments and housing vouchers. Since 
1990, close to 260,000 public housing units have been destroyed (Goetz 2012, Vale and 
Freemark 2012).  
In 1998 the Section 8 program was retitled to the Housing Choice Voucher program, a 
move meant to emphasize how mobile vouchers are intended to be used to promote residential 
mobility. Public housing towers were criticized for promoting concentrated poverty an racial 
segregation. The government hoped that with the HCV program families would use their 




 Housing authorities are interested in allowing HCV recipients to move to low poverty 
areas, due to research on how where people live affects their life. The “neighborhood effects” 
research focuses on how where people live including the demographics and infrastructure of an 
area affects life outcomes for them and their children. Researchers look at how neighborhood 
qualities like race, poverty, crime, school quality, air quality, and access to public transportation 
shape the health and wealth of residents.  
 The 1994 Moving to Opportunity (MTO) study is a cornerstone of the neighborhood 
effects literature. The experiment gave vouchers to 4,600 families living in public housing in 
high poverty census tracts that could be used in low poverty census tracts. Families were sorted 
into three groups: one group received a voucher that could only be used in low poverty census 
tracts, one group received a traditional Section 8 voucher, and a control group. The experiment 
was meant to study if families would benefit from moving to high poverty to low poverty areas.  
 Results from the study have been mixed, if not slightly negative. Children who received 
the voucher did not have higher test scores than children who did not (Sanbonmatsu et. al 2005) 
nor did they have better physical health. Moving to lower poverty areas did lower exposure to 
crime and improve the mental health of female children (Kling, Liebman, and Katz 2007). 
Advocates for the importance of neighborhood effects were dismayed by these mixed findings. 
New studies have attempted to explain the MTO results.  
 The quality of the low poverty area families decide can affect how much of an 
improvement a move can have. Davis et. al differentiate between low poverty area with low 
value added and high value added to children. Even if an area has a small amount of residents 
living below the federal poverty line, that area could still struggle with school quality, access to 
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public transportation, and crime that could negatively affect children. Davis et. al find that when 
children move to high value added, low poverty areas the benefits of the move are more clear.  
 Research largely credited to Raj Chetty has made a breakthrough in the MTO findings. 
The age children move can impact how they gain or lose from moving. Children in the study 
who moved before the age of 13 benefited more than older teenagers. Children who moved 
before 13 had lifetime earnings $302,000 higher than children who never moved (Chetty, 
Hendren, and Kats 2016). Additionally, children who moved to low poverty areas were more 
likely to attend college and less likely to become single parents. However, these benefits fall off 
for older children. This is expected because the disruption effect - moving to a new 
neighborhood, school, and new social ties - can have larger costs than the benefits of the move.  
Segregation 
 One of the goals of the Housing Choice Voucher program is to give families who live in 
high poverty areas the chance to move to low poverty areas (Briggs, Comey, and Weissman 
2010, Rosen 2020). Implicit in that is that policymakers hoped that housing vouchers would help 
desegregate racially homogenous communities. In Boston and other parts of the country, local 
public housing authorities (PHAs) set the maximum rent they are willing to pay above the fair 
market rent in high poverty areas in order to give families the chance to use their voucher in 
areas with lower poverty but higher rent costs. In Massachusetts, the payment standard is 
specified for every zip code in the state. Despite these efforts, research shows that voucher 
holders are likely to live in the same areas as their market rate counterparts with similar incomes. 
The HCV program is not having the desegregating affects the federal government hoped it would 
have.  
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 There are real, measurable effects of segregation on Black and Latinx people. Black 
people who live in predominantly Black areas are more likely to report poorer physical health, 
lower education attainment, and are more susceptible to disease as most recently seen with the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Mehra et. al 2019, Quillian 2016, .  
The  neighborhood effects research has also received pushback not from the perspective that 
neighborhoods don’t shape later life outcomes but because of the way the research frames 
predominantly Black, Latinx, and/or low-income communities. The neighbourhood effects 
research focuses on how  
The Effects of Receiving a Housing Choice Voucher  
 Receiving a housing voucher can be life changing for families lucky enough to receive 
one. The demand for vouchers is so great, that only one in four families eligible for it actually 
receive one. Families can wait years, even decades before their name reaches the top of the list. 
In Boston, the waiting list is so long that the Boston Housing Authority is no longer accepting 
applications. As of the time of this writing (Spring 2021), MetroHousing Boston, a nonprofit 
responsible for administering Section 8, is selecting applications from October 2008.  
 The high demand is reasonable. In 2014, vouchers lifted at least  1. 4 million (including 
about 450,000) out of poverty (Fischer 2018). Housing vouchers can help families pay 30% of 
their income on rent as opposed to 50 or even 75%. Families who receive vouchers spend less 
money on rent and more money on food (Jacob and Ludwig 2012). The program also severely 
curbs homelessness and doubling up. Families with vouchers are 75% less likely to live in a 
shelter or outside, 50% less likely to be doubled up in the same home with another family, and 
reduced the number of moves a family makes by 40% (Wood, Turnham, and Mills 2008).  
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 The Family Options Study conducted by the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development studies the most effective solutions to reducing homelessness among families. It 
compared rapid re-housing, transitional housing, and housing vouchers and found housing 
vouchers to be the most effective method to reduce the amount of families in shelters or outside 
(Gubits et. al 2019). Vouchers reduced shelter use by 50%, family separation by 40%, intimate 
partner violence by 30%, and improved childhood success in school. The other two treatments 
had little impact.  
Voucher Discrimination 
 Housing choice vouchers are not without their troubles. After waiting years to receive a 
voucher, many families struggle to find a landlord willing to accept their voucher. A HUD 
commissioned audit study conducted by the Urban Institute found conclusive evidence that 
landlords routinely discriminate against voucher holders, even in cities where it is illegal. 
Vouchers were denied 78% of the time in Fort Worth, 76.4% in Los Angeles, and 66.8% in 
Philadelphia. At the time of the study, these cities did not have source of income (SOI) 
protections. Washington D.C., which did have SOI protections, had a 14.8% voucher denial rate. 
The study also found evidence that voucher rejection has higher in low poverty areas than high 
poverty areas. The study did not have enough data to see how discrimination was compounded 
by race, a gap in the literature this study hopes to fill.  
 Why voucher holders experience discrimination is varied.  30% of people who finally 
reach the top of the list and receive a voucher aren’t able to use it because they weren’t able to 
find a landlord willing to rent to them (Finkel and Buron 2001). Landlords may not want to deal 
with the bureaucracy of their local housing authority. Extensive paperwork, lagged payments, 
and routine inspections may dissuade landlords. Before a tenant can lock in a unit the housing 
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authority conducts an inspection to make sure the unit is up to code. This policy is helpful to 
make sure potentially vulnerable renters don’t live in uninhabitable units. However, this can be a 
hurdle that some units cannot pass, especially housing in high poverty areas that may have 
received less repairs or renovations. Indeed, some landlords may purposefully keep their unit out 
of compliance with housing code as a way of sorting out voucher holders (Rosen 2020). Stigma 
against voucher holders also contributes to voucher denials. Landlords may think voucher 
holders won’t care for the property because they are poor and/or people of color.  
 Race greatly impacts voucher discrimination. A highly publicized report by Suffolk 
University conducted in Boston found that realtors play a great role in housing discrimination. 
Black testers faced discrimination in 71% of tests (Langowski et. al 2020) . Discrimination 
including “ghosting” testers by no longer responding to messages, showing them fewer units, 
and offering them fewer incentives to rent. Voucher holders, regardless of race, faced 
insurmountable discrimination. Black voucher holders were able to see units 18% of the time 
compared to 12% of white voucher holders. The study did not test for racial discrimination 
against Latinx voucher holders, a gap this research hopes to fill. These findings are consistent 
with similar studies conducted in other studies (Moore 2017).  
 However, new evidence is emerging that some landlords actually prefer housing 
vouchers. Landlords who specialize in renting to low income people may deal with frequently 
missed or late payments and costly evictions. With a housing voucher, landlords know a majority 
of the rent will come on time every month, and they can even charge more rent than they would 
to market rate tenants. A study of rent rates in Milwaukee found landlords charge voucher 
holders an average between $51 and $68 more in monthly rent, an overcharge that costs 
taxpayers $3.8 million a year in Milwaukee alone (Desmond and Perkins 2016). Ethnographic 
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studies in Baltimore found landlords would stand outside the housing authority office and offer 
newly awarded voucher recipients rides to show their units (Rosen 2020). 
 In addition to researching how landlords welcome and reject vouchers, researchers have 
also looked at where voucher holders live. The first popular study on this topic was published in 
1997 and found that although voucher holders are more likely to live in low poverty areas than 
residents of public housing, voucher holders were still underrepresented in low poverty traces 
and predominantly white tracts (Newman & Schnare 1997). A 2000 study that analyzed where 
voucher holders in the 50 largest metropolitan areas lived also found voucher holders were 
underrepresented in low poverty tracts and Black voucher holders were more likely to live in 
high poverty tracts than their white counterparts. Families with vouchers who are female headed 
and have children are especially underrepresented in low poverty tracts (Schwartz, McClure, and 
Taghavi 2016). These findings are unsurprising given the research about high denial rates 
voucher holders face across the country.  
Methodology  
 
 This study uses an email audit study to test for race and voucher-based discrimination. 
Using popular online rental websites including apartments.com and craigslist.com, I created 
email addresses to send apartment inquiries to real advertisements in Boston and Newton 
Massachusetts. 304 test emails were sent between September 2020 and February 2021. To test 
for discrimination, I analyzed response rates for all treatment groups and scored all responses on 
a 1-4 scale. Responses that were most inviting of a tour and/or application received the highest 
score. See Appendix A for information about how responses were coded. 
 This study tests for race-based discrimination against Black and Latinx renters and uses a 
White test group for a control. There are three independent variables: race, voucher status, and 
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the census tract poverty level that the unit is in. Of the 304 emails that were sent, 25-26 were 
assigned a unique combination of the three independent variables. 25 test emails were sent 
assigned to the “White, voucher, low poverty” group, 25 to the “White, no voucher, low 
poverty”, etc.   
Similar to most email audit studies, names are used to signal the race of the applicant. 
Only names strongly associated with women were chosen because 80% of voucher holders are 
women (HUD 2020). Names were chosen based on research done by others about how strongly 
names are associated with different races. Researchers used Amazon Mturk, a service where 
people can complete surveys for a small amount of money, to ask people what race they 
associated with a given name (Gaddis 2017, Gaddis 2017b). First names and last names that over 
90% of participants assigned with a given race were chosen. See Appendix B for a list of names. 
Email accounts were then created to convey as much of the first and/or last name as possible. For 
example, the email assigned to the created name Laurie Becker was 
lauriebecker100@gmail.com. 
 Four criteria must be met before a unit could be selected. First, it must be in an eligible 
census tract. The study analyzed high poverty areas in Boston, MA, which are defined as over 
30% of residents living below the poverty line. Poverty data were taken from the American 
Community Survey (ACS) 2019 estimates. Most high poverty areas were surrounding Franklin 
Park in Roxbury and Dorchester, as well as East Boston, parts of the South End, Longwood 
Medical Center, and Brighton. Low poverty areas were defined as less than 5% of residents 
living below the poverty line. This included West Roxbury, South Boston, and Beacon Hill. 
Newton, MA was also selected to include more low poverty tracts. Newton was selected because 
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it has one of the lowest poverty rates of suburban Boston, high quality public schools, and public 
transit access.  
 This research refrains from using common terms in the housing voucher and 
neighborhood effects literature: high and low opportunity areas. The variables of what 
constitutes a “high” and “low” opportunity area are debatable. Scholars usually use variables 
including poverty and crime rates, school quality, access to public transportation, among others. 
These are important variables that undeniably shape daily life. My concern is that to call areas 
with higher crime and poverty rates which are predominantly Black and Latinx “low 
opportunity” and compare them to “high opportunity” wealthier, Whiter areas would stigmatize 
Black and Latinx communities.  
 Once units were found in qualifying census tracts, they were then checked to have rents 
below the payment threshold set by Massachusetts housing authorities. Each zip code in the state 
has a “payment standard” of the maximum eligible rent of qualifying units for HCVs. If the 
advertised unit was below the payment standard, it was eligible for the study. Unfortunately, not 
all eligible units were contacted because the advertisements required a phone number to be listed 
in the inquiry sent by the applicant. I did not have many phone numbers at my disposal to use so 
ads that required applicants to list a phone number were selected out.  
 Finally, it was confirmed that no test email had ever been sent to that property before. 
Other audit studies use matched-pair testing where all control and treatment groups apply for the 
same thing (a job, apartment, request for services, etc.). In this study, each address only received 
one contact. Race and voucher status were randomly selected for each eligible unit.  
 Each email inquiry that was sent varied slightly. See Appendix C for a list of ten scripts 
that were used. Many different scripts had to be used to avoid detection. Although each unit only 
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received one email, many realtors have units all across the Greater Boston area and 
advertisements don’t always list the realtor’s name. If the realtor were to receive the same exact 
email message from two different people at similar times, they could become suspicious that the 
inquiry is inauthentic and adjust their behavior by not responding or being more friendly than 
they otherwise would have been.  
 Additional measures were taken to maximize response rates. Inquiries were only sent 
during business hours Monday-Thursday. Emails sent on Friday or the weekend could be missed 
and end up under a flurry on unread weekend emails for the realtor to sort through Monday 
morning. Additionally, I only inquired about advertisements that were less than a week old to 
maximize the likelihood that the unit was still available and the realtor/landlord was still seeking 
applications.  
 With the transition from print ads for units to digital, email correspondence audits make 
more sense. While phone correspondence is also an option,  it is hard to ensure that the person on 
the other end (a realtor, landlord, property manager, etc.) is not selecting on a variable other than 
race or voucher status. It is impossible to make sure that the tester uses the exact same tone, 
intonation, volume, politeness, etc. in every test. With phone conversations a realtor may judge 
the applicant based off an accent or how polite the subject seemed. With email correspondence, 
these differences can be eliminated.  
 However, email correspondence cannot capture the full breadth of discrimination. I did 
not communicate with realtors or landlords after their initial response to ask further questions or 
schedule tours. Therefore, I did not get the opportunity to witness other avenues realtors use for 
discrimination. Past research has shown that realtors show more discrimination in what units 
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they show, how many, and what incentives they offer applicants rather than their initial contact 
with clients (Langowski et. al 2020).  
 Last, I analyzed who the response was coming from. Do responses mostly come from 
realtors, property managers, or landlords? This question is important because it helps understand 
who the agents of discrimination are and where policy responses can be targeted. Often realtor’s 
email addresses will come from realty companies making it easy to determine if they are a 
realtor. If email addresses or signatures didn’t give an indication who the response was coming 
from, surface level internet searches of the person’s name quickly gave answers. Suffolk 
University Law School, located in the same city this study was conducted in, released a highly 
publicized report two months before this study began. It received attention from the state 
government, city government, and local press (Gavin 2020, Irons 2020). It’s possible that after 
criticism against realtors they are changing their behavior, or at least changing their behavior to 
email inquiries in order to not appear discriminatory.  
Results  
 
 Responses were coded on a 0-4 ordinal scale in order to conduct quantitative analysis on 
the data. If the test email did not receive a response, it received a 0. Scores 1-2 represent negative 
responses. These responses either outright denied the unit to the tester, or used excessive 
questioning and tone to potentially dissuade the tester from continuing in the application process. 
Scores 3-4 represent positive responses. Positive responses include confirming the unit is 
available, proposing in person or virtual tours, and asking the tester if they have any questions 
about the unit.  
Score Description 
0 No response  
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1 Negative Response-Rejection (e.g. unit is 
unavailable and/or doesn’t accept vouchers) 
2 Negative Response- Does not outright deny 
the tester, but may use harsh tone, excessive 
amount of prequalifying questions 
3 Positive Response-Clear about availability, 
asks few (<2) prequalifying questions, tone 
overall seems pleasant 
4 Positive Response-Unit is available and 
welcomes a tour 
 
Prequalifying questions are questions that a realtor asks to learn more about the tester. 
Realtors may respond saying they need to get to know the applicant more before they can show 
them the unit. They ask about employment, children, credit, income, or the applicant’s ability to 
pay move in fees. Prequalifying questions are different from other questions a realtor may ask to 
learn about the tester. Questions about the budget, ideal areas to live, or special amenities the 
tester would like are not prequalifying questions because they are seeing how the realtor can 
further help the tester, not potentially sort them out. In response to a test email assigned to the 
White voucher holder group, one realtor wrote: 
“Hello, Thanks for your interest in the apartment. The owner does ask that we get some 
basic background information before showing the apartment. Can you answer the 
following questions for me? 1) How many people is the apartment for? 2) Will there be 
any children 6 or younger living in the apartment? 3) All working professionals or 
students? 4) If you/your group are students, are you grad or undergrad? 5) If students, 
do you have a US based co-signer? 6) For working professionals, what is the combined 
gross monthly income from everyone that will be on the lease? 7) For working 
professionals, do you have a minimum 650 credit score with no collections or 
delinquencies reported? 8) Do you have any pets? How many? 9) If you have any dogs, 
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what is the breed, age and weight? 10) Last question. When would be a good day & time 
for you to see the apartment?” 
Once responses were numerically coded I analyzed voucher, race, and neighborhood-
based discrimination by using a linear regression. I also analyzed the interactions between these 
three variables. First, I analyzed voucher-based discrimination, also known as source of income 
discrimination (SOI). There is evidence of widespread discrimination against voucher holders. 
Voucher holders received a positive response 18% of the time compared to non-voucher holders 
who received a 55% positive response rate, a 33% difference (p < .005).  
Next, I analyzed race-based discrimination. White test emails had a 35% positive 
response rate, compared to 33% for Black test emails and 42% for Latina test emails (p > 0.05). I 
analyzed the interaction between race and voucher status to determine if White voucher holders 
had a higher positive response rate than Black and Latina voucher holders. Analyzing the 









White Black Latina Voucher No Voucher
Positive Response Rate
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I also analyzed the effect of census tract poverty level on positive response rates. There is 
insufficient evidence that voucher holders had fewer positive responses in low poverty areas 
compared to high poverty areas (p > .05). However, Latinas do experience discrimination in low 
poverty areas. Latinas in high poverty areas received a positive response 54.9% of the time, 









Table 1: Voucher and Race Based Discrimination 
 Positive Response Rate P-Value 
Voucher 18.42% 1.12e-10 *** 
No Voucher 55.26%  
Black 33% 0.468 
Latina 42.16% 0.456 
White 35.64%  
 
Table 2: Race and Voucher Interaction 
 Positive Response Rate P-Value 
Black - Voucher 20% .124 
Black - No Voucher 46% .122 
Latina - Voucher 23.53% .164 
Latina - No Voucher 60.78% .334 
White - Voucher 11.76%  
White - No Voucher 60%  
 
Table 3: Voucher and Poverty Rate Interaction 
 Positive Response Rate P-Value 
High Poverty – No Voucher 59.21%  
High Poverty - Voucher 21.05% .910 
Low Poverty – No Voucher 52% .748 
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Low Poverty – No Voucher 15.79% .104 
 
Even though there is insufficient evidence for statistically significant discrimination, 
there are examples of discrimination, especially against voucher holders. In an email assigned to 
the Latina voucher holder in a high poverty area treatment group, one landlord responded:  
“EXACTLY how many people is this for? What is your certificate for and how do you pay 
the balance?  
You understand that under Section 8, you CANNOT take the apartment and the move 
others in?” 
This response shows one reason landlords may reject voucher holders: beliefs about the 
actions of voucher holders. Here the landlord uses a harsh tone to get across that they will not 
allow anyone to live in the house who is not on the voucher certificate. Of course that’s the 
landlord’s right to know who lives in apartment, but the belief that voucher holders will move in 
friends/family who aren’t on the lease may lead the landlord to reject voucher holders all 
together. This response received a 2 on the ordinal scale because although the landlord doesn’t 
reject the applicant all together, they do use a harsh tone and seem like they have a negative 
association with voucher holders that may make them not want to rent to the applicant.  
Other responses clearly said they accepted voucher holders, but wanted to learn more 
about the applicant. In response to test email assigned the White, voucher, low poverty group one 
realtor responded:  
“Yes, the owner accepted housing vouchers but I need a little more information about 
who will be living in the apartment, what you do for work, monthly or annual income & 
credit.” 
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This response is an example where an even if owner is welcoming of housing vouchers, 
they won’t always rent to the voucher holder. They may prefer single voucher holders compared 
to families, or may require voucher holders have solid jobs and credit before applying. Or the 
owner may not actually be accepting of housing vouchers, and asks about credit and employment 
history to find legal avenues to reject the application. It’s impossible to tell the motives because 
only one test email was sent to this address. This response was coded as a 3 because of its stated 
acceptance of housing vouchers, but asked preliminary questions that may be used to screen out 
the applicant. 
It’s notable that this is another response to a voucher holder that asks who will be living 
in the apartment. There are many reasons realtors ask this question. Maybe it is similar to the 
landlord above who was concerned that voucher holders take advantage of the cheap housing and 
move in all their friends and family with them. It’s also possible that the realtor wanted to know 
the familial status of the applicant. They may want to know if the applicant is married and/or if 
they have children. Although familial status is a protected class under fair housing law in 
Massachusetts, there is evidence of discrimination against families, especially single moms with 
children (Aron et. al 2016).  
Matched pair audits send tests from every test group to the subject and analyzes 
differences in behavior. This study sends one test per address and then analyzes differences in 
positive responses rates across groups. Although only one test is sent per address, some realtors 
responded to more than one test because they represented properties across the Boston. 
Analyzing the responses from realtors who responded to more than one test can show examples 
of discrimination across groups.  
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One realtor responded to four test emails. One email he responded to was from a Black 
tester without a voucher in a high poverty census tract. His response was warm and included a 
link to sign up for a time to tour the unit. He did not follow up with this tester. He also responded 
again to a test from a White voucher holder in a low poverty area. He sent a shorter email 
informing the tester that the unit was available and questions about who would be living in the 
apartment. He then followed up this tester three times over the course of one month. His emails 
emphasized rent reductions, low fee apartments, and a wide portfolio of units available to show 
the tester. To another White tester without a voucher in a low poverty area, he sent the same 
exact email he sent to Black tester earlier, except he followed up the next day with a link to a 
virtual tour of the unit. He also sent this exact message a third to a Latina tester four months after 
his first response. He followed up the next day with the Latina tester asking when she could 
move in.  
The realtor’s behavior was different depending on the suspected race of the name of the 
tester. He sent the same exact message to emails assigned Black, White, and Latina names. 
However, he only followed up with emails from the White and Latina treatments. He even 
followed up three times with a White treatment email three times. More surprisingly, that test 
was for a voucher holder which earlier results show have low response rates across race. He also 
asked the voucher holder who she would be living with, which he did not ask in any of his other 
responses. The question fits a trend of realtors asking voucher holders about who would they 
would be living with.  
The second goal of the voucher program is to help families move to areas with low 
amounts of poverty. This research demonstrates that not only do voucher holders struggle in low 
poverty areas, they also struggle in high poverty areas. Regardless of whether voucher holders 
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have a hard time finding a place in low poverty areas, they seem to have trouble finding a place 
at all. Voucher holders in high poverty areas had a 24% positive response rate. Policy solutions 
should target voucher discrimination across the city, not just low poverty areas.   
Last, I analyzed who responses came from. Landlords can be responsible for hand 
selecting the people who live in their units, but in Boston many rely on realtors. 88.6% of 
responses came from realtors. Research about the housing search process for low income people 
has focused primarily on the actions of landlords (Desmond 2016, Rosen 2020, DeLuca & Jang-
Trettien 2020). This research has provided valuable insight into how and why low income, 
predominantly Black and Latinx people, move. This research shows that realtors are also worthy 
of examining, at least in Boston.  
Discussion 
 
I found very strong evidence of source of income discrimination, but not race based 
discrimination by measuring positive response rates. S There was no interaction with census tract 
poverty rate. This is surprising because voucher holders are underrepresented in low poverty 
areas in the Boston area (Curley, Graves, & Weissman 2019). However, just because there is 
insufficient evidence for discrimination based on how/if realtors respond, there are many other 
avenues for realtors to discriminate in the housing search process. In fact, previous researchers 
have found more discrimination not in how often realtors respond to voucher holders, but how 
they interact with testers during showings. Realtors showed evidence of discrimination by 
showing testers less units, steering applicants by only showing them units in certain areas, 
increasing move in fees, setting credit minimums, or stopping all communication in any part of 
the application process whenever they would like (Langowski et. al 2020, Rosen 2020). Realtors 
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may respond to initial inquiries but after learning more about the applicant (race, source of 
income, familial status, etc.) they may discriminate later in the application process.  
Insufficient evidence for race-based discrimination is surprising, but similar studies have 
found similar results. In a national email audit study about HCV discrimination that included 
Boston, race did not affect response rates against voucher holders (Moore 2016). However, other 
studies did find evidence of race-based discrimination (Phillips 2017, Ewens, Tomlin, & Wang 
2014, CLC 2018). This study adds to the literature by controlling for neighborhood poverty level 
(measured at the census tract level). Race nor voucher based discrimination is significantly 
different in areas with low or high poverty. The notable exception to this is that Latina testers 
were less likely to receive responses in low poverty areas than high poverty areas.  
Why did Latina testers get fewer positive responses in low poverty areas that Black 
testers? Much of the housing research that focuses on race-based discrimination use Black and 
White test groups (Langoski et. al 2020, Cunningham et. al 2018, Phillips 2017, CLC 2018). It’s 
possible that after highly publicized audit studies such as Langowski et. al 2020 which was 
conducted in Boston that realtors changed their behavior to inquiries from Black-sounding 
names. They could change their behavior in case they feel like they are being studied again and 
don’t want to appear discriminatory, or they could truly be becoming less discriminatory. 
Langowsi et. al did not include a Latina treatment group so it’s possible that after the study was 
published, realtors only changed their behavior to people who they assumed to be Black.  
This study is not without limitations. It only tracks email responses and does not track the 
myriad of other ways realtors and landlords can discriminate. I did not communicate with 
subjects after their initial contact. How/if realtors respond is an important part of the housing 
search process, but only the first step. The findings from this study do not paint the whole picture 
 28 
of the hurdles Black and Latina renters face, especially voucher holders. Future research should 
use real people as testers to put in applications and tour units with realtors to get a fuller picture. 
Research by Langowski et. al is a step in the right direction.  
Additionally, this research may not exactly mimic the housing search process for voucher 
holders. One notable reason for this is that not all units that were contacted would be affordable 
for voucher holders. Realtors/landlords can require a large amount of money before moving: 
brokers fees, first month’s rent, last month’s rent, and/or a security deposit. For a three bedroom 
in Boston, that could be close to $4,000. The Boston Housing Authority does not help voucher 
holders pays for brokers fees. Ideally units that have brokers fees could be sorted out of the 
study, but not all advertisements include information about the upfront fees so these units can be 
difficult to exclude.  
Future research should also focus on discrimination against other protected groups. 
Notably, discrimination against mothers with children in the rental housing market is important 
to study. A large amount of voucher holders are female headed with children. Some landlords 
prefer not to rent to families with children (Desmond 2016). Children may be more likely to 
damage the property or cause noise complaints. Children may also be more likely to get sick 
from any lead any the apartment. One landlord specifically said in his response he cannot rent to 
a voucher holder if she has children under the age of six because he does not lave de-leaded 
certificates for his units. Future researchers can convey familial status in emails and/or bringing 
children to tests to showings.  
What are the implications of this research? The program is becoming increasingly 
popular in policy circles. In his Pulitzer Prize winning book Evicted Matthew Desmond 
recommended making the HCV program an entitlement program that would give a voucher to 
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every family below an income threshold. President Biden’s campaign plan to end the affordable 
housing crisis in United States includes making the HCV program an entitlement. This would 
allow millions of families the chance to find an affordable home. The question though is how 
much of a chance it is. 
The Housing Choice Voucher program is a staple of the United States social safety net 
with two goals: increase access to truly affordable housing to low income people and give people 
who live in “low opportunity” areas to move to high opportunity areas if they would like. The 
program is demonstrably not achieving its second goal. Whether it is by discrimination, 
neighborhood choice, or a mixture of both, Black and Latinx voucher holders are 
underrepresented in low poverty areas (Tighe, Hatch, & Mead 2016, Briggs et. al 2018).  
While it is important to acknowledge the HCV program is failing to achieve it’s second 
goal I want to note two things. One, the research is clear that vouchers do make housing more 
affordable and reduce homelessness. There are flaws in the program, but this is not a reason for it 
to lose funding or be considered ineffective because housing vouchers do still play such an 
important part in keeping a roof of the heads of millions of people. Research on the shortcomings 
of the program is aimed to make vouchers more effective, not disregard the idea.  
Second, it is worthwhile to question if the second goal of having families move from high 
poverty areas to low poverty areas is worth pursuing. Would it be better to focus efforts on 
making high poverty areas less poor than encouraging people to move? The question then 
becomes how to make communities less poor, a question beyond the scope of this paper. 
However, there is reason to believe that housing vouchers would decrease poverty rates in a 





 To increase positive response rates in Boston, there needs to be more enforcement of 
existing fair housing law. Massachusetts already protects against source of income (SOI) 
discrimination for voucher holders, meaning that it is illegal for realtors/landlords to reject a 
potential tenant because they plan to use a housing voucher. As this research shows however, 
massive discrimination against voucher holders still exists. Improving positive responses for 
voucher holders in Boston is a question of enforcing existing protections rather than creating new 
protections. Fair housing law is only as good as its enforcement. Legislatures can include as 
many protected classes as they want to legislation, but it means little if there is no enforcement of 
the law against people who continually break it.  
 This study shows that the vast majority of prospective tenants interacted with realtors in 
their responses. Massachusetts could conduct its own audit studies except record the information 
of people in the study and fine those who show clear, consistent, and repetitive evidence of 
discrimination. Massachusetts could also make it easier to suspend real estate licenses for 
realtors who continue to show evidence of discrimination after fines.  
 Second, Massachusetts housing authorities should work to decrease the burden for 
landlords to accept housing vouchers. Even if landlords are eager to accept voucher holders, it 
can take a long time before a landlord actually sees a check from the housing authority. The unit 
must undergo inspection to make sure it is up to code, which may delay the process especially if 
the landlord has to make repairs. This may disincentive landlords to rent to voucher holders 
because they could lose rent revenue while waiting to pass an inspection. More inspectors should 
be hired and trained by local housing authorities to increase access to quick home inspections.  
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 Third, more information and education should be offered to both landlords and tenants. It 
is much easier to improve positive response rates to voucher holders if landlords want to want to 
voucher holders. Providing landlords with information about the voucher program and their 
rights as landlords with voucher holders could help address stigma against voucher holders. This 
study has evidence of realtors being concerned about voucher holders moving in illegal tenants. 
Education to landlords about how to resolve issues with voucher holders and free mediation 
support from housing authorities may decrease landlord resistance.  
 Voucher holders would also benefit from more education about their rights. If every 
voucher holder knew that it was illegal for realtors/landlords to reject voucher holders, they may 
be more likely to report discrimination or stand up to landlords who say they do not accept. 
Voucher holders should be alos be made aware of the rules of how to use a voucher. For 
example, voucher holders should be aware of how long they have to find a unit willing to accept 
their voucher and how to apply for an extension if they do not find a place.  
 The last policy recommendation is not often suggested by researchers focusing on 
voucher discrimination, but could inadvertently decrease discrimination. Making housing 
vouchers an entitlement could decrease discrimination by increasing voucher holders’ share of 
the market. If everyone who was eligible for a voucher got one, there would be millions of more 
voucher holders. It would be less advantageous for realtors/landlords to discriminate against 







Appendix A: Coding Email Responses  
 
 Responses were coded from 0-4. A score of 0 meant no response. Scores 1-4 were 
assigned with higher scores going to more positive responses from realtors. Positive responses 
are responses that invite further contact with the tester and welcome the tester to move forward 
in the housing search process.  
 
Score Description 
0 No response  
1 Rejection – unit is unavailable and doesn’t 
offer to show other units 
2 Vague about availability and/or asks 
prequalifying questions and/or a phone call 
for additional info. Tone may be harsh. 
3 Clear about availability, asks few (<2) 
prequalifying questions, tone overall seems 
pleasant 




Scores 2 and 3 mention “prequalifying questions”. These are questions that a realtor may 
ask to see if they think the applicant would be a good fit for the unit, whatever they think a good 
fit may be. Prequalifying questions include questions about employment, familial status, credit, 
income, or the applicants ability to pay move in fees. Prequalifying questions are different from 
other questions a realtor may ask to see if the unit is a good fit for the applicant. Questions 
include ideal move in date, budget, and amenities.  
Here is an example of a response that was coded as a 4:  
“This apartment is available and I’d be happy to show it to you. What times would you be 
available tomorrow to take a look, or would you prefer a video tour? 
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Additionally, if you can provide me with a little more information about what you are 
looking for (move-in date, # of people moving in, preferred area, price range, pets, etc.), I can 
ensure this listing lines up with your parameters. Feel free to ask any questions you may have 
about the process as well! Sincerely,” 
This response received a 4 because the tone seems pleasant and invites the tester for a 
tour. Although the realtor in this case asks questions to the tester, these are questions that are 
probably asked to understand the preferences of the tester rather than financial or demographic 
information to potentially sort them out.  
Here is an example of a response that was coded as a 3:  
Hi Mariana, 
 
Thank you for inquiring about this apartment. This unit is available and I'd be more 
than happy to schedule a showing with you. If you'd like to provide additional criteria, I 
can show other exclusive listings that I have as well: 
 





Earliest availability to see units? 
 
I look forward to hearing from you!” 
 This response does ask questions from the applicant, but the tone if overall pleasant. Most 
of the questions are preference questions so the realtor can match the applicant with listings he 
has. He does ask how many people will be living in the unit and if they work, which is why this 
response was coded as a 3 instead of a 4.  
Here is an example of a response that was coded as a 2: 
Hello,  
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Thanks for your interest in the apartment. The owner does ask that we get some 
basic background information before showing the apartment. Can you answer 
the following questions for me? 1) How many people is the apartment for? 2) 
Will there be any children 6 or younger living in the apartment? 3) All working 
professionals or students? 4) If you/your group are students, are you grad or 
undergrad? 5) If students, do you have a US based co-signer? 6) For working 
professionals, what is the combined gross monthly income from everyone that 
will be on the lease? 7) For working professionals, do you have a minimum 650 
credit score with no collections or delinquencies reported? 8) Do you have any 
pets? How many? 9) If you have any dogs, what is the breed, age and weight? 
10) Last question. When would be a good day & time for you to see the 
apartment? 
 The realtor asks many questions from the applicant including what their credit score is, if 
they have children under six, and their income. Some of this is personal information that an 
applicant may not want to reveal to a relative stranger in their first correspondence. This unit has 
many prequalifying conditions that would sort out applicants the landlord does not want to rent 
to. These are all questions the applicant must answer in a correct way just to see the apartment, 
let alone rent it. There may be additional criteria upon application. This response was coded as a 
2 based off number of prequalifying questions asked before the tester could even see the unit.  
Here is an example of a response that was coded as a 1: 
Hi Tamika, It is a private rental I will have to ask the landlord if they accept 
vouchers. Regards, 
 This response was coded as a 1 because the realtor said they were not sure if the landlord 
accepted housing vouchers and then never got back to the tester. In Massachusetts, all landlords 
are required to accept housing vouchers. They may reject voucher holders for other reasons, but 
voucher status cannot be the reason for denial. Clearly in this example the landlord did not want 
to accept vouchers and rejected the tester.  
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    Appendix B: Names Used By Race 
Names used to signal White Testers 
• Laurie Becker 
• Stephanie Meyer 
• Claire Walsh 
• Megan Larsen 
• Cailey Erickson  
• Piper Olsen 
 
Names used to signal Black Testers 
• Tanisha Washington 
• Tamika Jefferson 
• Janae Booker 
• Tionna Banks 
• Keisha Smalls 
• Lateefa Jefferson 
• Shardae Williams 
 
Names used to signal Latina Testers 
• Mariana Velzaquez 
• Alejandra Gonzalez 
• Gabriela Hernandez 
• Juanita Rodriguez 
• Rosa Renderos 









    Appendix C: Email Scripts 
 
Hi [Name if listed],  
 
I am writing about an ad for a [bedroom number] on [address] listed on [website]. Is it still 









My name is [name]. I’m looking for a [X] bedroom in the [name of area] area that will accept 
housing vouchers. Are you still doing tours of [address]? I am available this week or next for a 






Hey [Name],  
 
I am emailing about a listing on [website] at [address]. Are you still showing the apartment? Do 






Hi there,  
 
This apartment is [address] looks great. Are you still showing it? Do you/the landlord accept 
housing vouchers? I could swing by sometime this week or next to take a look at it if you’re 








My name is [Name]. I’m inquiring about [address]. Do you accept housing vouchers?  
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I can be reached at my email address for any questions you may have. 
 [tester email] 
 
 
Hi [Name],  
 
I am writing about an ad on [website] for a [bedroom number] bedroom apartment at 
[address]. Are you still accepting applications from people with housing vouchers? If so I’d love 








I am inquiring about your quaint home! Are you still doing in person or virtual visits? I would 
love the chance to see it. I am looking 2/1 move in if that’s possible. I will be using a housing 








I am writing about the unit you advertised on [website]. When would work for a showing? I will 








I am inquiring about the unit advertised. Is there a good time to come and see this unit? Do you 
accept Section 8 vouchers? 
 




I am interested in the apartment advertised. Is there a good time to come and see the unit? Will 
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